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The Inter-American Court of Human Rights, an agency of the Organization of American States
(OAS) that comprises seven judges from as many Western Hemisphere countries, is currently
hearing evidence about "disappearances" in Honduras, where at least 130 people were abducted
by the Honduran security forces between 1981 and 1984 and never reappeared. The country was
then governed by a US-backed, Argentine-trained strongman, Gen. Gustavo Alvarez. His rule
ended in March 1984 when his military colleagues became fed up and put him on a plane that
took him out of the country. (Since then, he has been a US resident and a well-paid consultant
to the Department of Defense.) The case before the Court involves two Costa Ricans and two
Hondurans who disappeared in 1981. Their families obtained assistance from Americas Watch
and other human rights groups that are pursuing the case in conjunction with another body of
the OAS, the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights. Witnesses include Ines Consuelo
Murillo, a young law school graduate who was kidnapped in March 1983 and held in three different
clandestine detention centers for 79 days where she was tortured and sexually abused. She was
one of the few to survive abduction and secret detention. Another witness is Florencio Caballero,
who says he was an interrogator with "Battalion 316," the unit established by Alvarez to conduct
kidnapping and executions of suspected leftists. Although the OAS court was established several
years ago, this is the first case in which a government has been put on trial. Previously, the court
has handed down 10 advisory opinions dealing with such matters as Guatemala's reimposition of
the death penalty after it had been abolished and with Costa Rica's requirements that journalists
should be licensed. Both practices were found to violate treaty obligations under the American
Convention of Human Rights. In the current case, the Court could order the Honduran government
to pay damages to the families of the disappeared. By now, eight Western Hemisphere democracies
Argentina, Colombia, Costa Rica, Ecuador, Guatemala, Peru, Uruguay and Venezuela in addition
to Honduras, accept the binding jurisdiction of the Inter-American Court of Human Rights. Several
of these have only recently accepted jurisdiction following transitions to democracy after years of
military dictatorships. (From op-ed by Aryeh Neier, vice chairman of Americas Watch, in NEW
YORK TIMES, 10/07/87)
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